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WARSAW, POLAND, 
55 HEADQUARTERS. 
MONDAY, 28 APRIL 19U1. 


AH, 
STURMBANNFUER 
KAEMPFFER. GOOD 
OF YOU TO COME 
50 QUICKLY. 


ww S&S 
Saw .n 


OBERFUHRER 
HOSSBACH WILL 
SEE YOU NOW, 
HERR MAJOR. 


YES, WE'VE 
RECEIVED A 
MESSAGE FROM 
AFIELD OFFICER 
IN ROMANIA. TAKE 


HMM. PEOPLE 
MURDER. THINGS 
KILL. 


EXACTLY. 
PARTISANS, 
NO DOUBT. STOP 
IN THE DINU PASS: 
ON YOUR WAY TO 


PLOIEST| AND TAKE 


CARE OF IT. YOUR 
STINT IN AUSCHWITZ 
SHOULD STAND 
YOU IN GOOD 


000 CHOICE OF 
WORDS, DON’T 
YOU THINK? 
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DINU PASS, ROMANIA. 
TUESDAY, 22 APRIL 1941. 
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THERE 
ARE 16,807 
SUCH CROSSES 
IN THE WALLS 
OF THE KEEP. 


I AM 
ALEXANDRU. 
I WAS LED 


TO BELIEVE 
THE KEEP WAS 
UNOCCUPIED. 


IT 16 
WHEN We GO 
HOME AT NIGHT. 
MY SONS AND 
I ONLY WORK 
HERE. 


ARE TRYING 
MY PATIENCE. 
WHO PAYS YOU, 


COMES TWICE 
A YEAR FROM 


A BANK IN = 
Srna 


THE WALLS YOU SEE AROUND 
YOU HAVE ROOMS WITHIN 
THEM, THERE ARE CORRIDORS 
OF ROOMS BELOW US IN THE 
CELLAR AND CARVED INTO 
THE MOUNTAINSIDE BEHIND 
US. ALWAYS SOMETHING 

TO BE DONE. 


IT HAS 
ALWAYS BEEN 
THAT WAY, SOME 
HAVE STAYED, BUT 
NEVER MORE THAN 
ONE NIGHT. 


AND WHY 
NOT? GHOSTS? 
HOBGOBLINS? 


WHO 
Yor 


Za | . 


THE OWNER, 
I IMAGINE. 


THEN TELLS 
YOU WHAT TO 


g “ 
We OUR INSTRUCTIONS 
A, ARE TO MAINTAIN THE 
fon! Keer AS NEW. WHATEVER 
t (| Neos DoINa, we Do. Mu 
FATHER SPENT HIS LiFe 
DOING IT, AND HIS FATHER 
BEFORE HIM, AND 50 ON. 
MY SONS WILL CONTINUE 


YOU SPEND YOUR 
ENTIRE LIVES ON THIS 
ONE STRUCTURE? 
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7 YOU CANNOT 
STAY HERE. IT IS 
FORBIDDEN. 


DREAMS, 
SIR. TERRIBLE 
DREAMS. 


FORTY-NINE 
ROOMS IN ALL, 
COUNTING THE NUMBER. WHY 
SUITES IN THE NOT ROUND IT 

OFF TO FIFTY? 
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We HAVE 
CAPTAIN, BBY Wo cenerators 
THEW RE AND THE MEN ARE 

DRIVING SPIKES STRINGING LIGHTS. 

ASK FIVE | BETWEEN THE THE GERMAN ARMY 


PEOPLE AND STONES! 0025 NOT Live BY 
YOU WILL GET Five TORCHLIGHT. 
ANSWERS. ALL DIFFERENT. 
SOME SAY IT WAS ONE 
OF THE OLD LORDS OF 
WALLACHIA, SOME SAY IT 
WAS A DEFIANT TURK, AND 
THERE ARE EVEN A FEW WHO 
BELIEVE IT WAS BUILT BY ONE 
OF THE POPES. WHO KNOWS 
FOR SURE? TRUTH CAN 
SHRINK AND FANCY CAN 
GROW MUCH IN FIVE 
CENTURIES. 
HIM? I6 He 
STRINGING 
LIGHTS? 


ASSIGNED 
YOU TO THIS 
DUTY, PRIVATE 
LUTZ? 


GOLD, SIR, 
THERE'S TALK 
THAT THE KEEP 
HIDES PAPAL 
TREASURE. AND 

ALL THESE 
CROSSES, SIR... 
THEY LOOK LIKE 


GOOD DAY, 
ALEXANDRU. 


PLEASE, 
HERE CAPTAIN! 
TELL THEM NOT 
TO TOUCH THE 
CROSSES! NOT 
TO TOUCH THE 
CROSSES! 


WHAT DID 
YOU HAVE IN 
MIND WHEN YOU 
DECIDED TO ACT 
LIKE A COMMON 
VANDAL RATHER 
THAN A GERMAN 
SOLDIER? 


WELL, 

LUTZ, YOUVE 
LEARNED THAT 
THEW/RE BRASS AND 
NICKEL AND EARNED 
YOURSELF A PLACE 
ON THE FIRST WATCH 
ALL WEEK AS 


CROSSES 
MUST NEVER BE 
TOUCHED! Never! 
NOTHING IN THE 
KEEP 15 TO BE 
CHANGED. 


ba 


PAPAL 
TREASURE! 
PAPAL TREASURE! 
CAN’T YOU TALK 
ABOUT ANYTHING 
BLSé, LUTZ? 


I KNOW 


IT’S HERE, 


OTTO. I— 


WHAT? 
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THAT CROSS... 
DOESN'T IT LOOK 
DIFFERENT? 


IT19 
DIFFERENT! 
THIS UPRIGHT — 
IT’S GOLD! 
HELP Me PRY 
IT OUT! 
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DARKNESS... 
DEEPER THAN 
HE HAS EVER 
KNOWN. 


AND A HUNGER 
GREATER THAN HE 
COULD EVER IMAGINE. 
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THE KEEP. 


Are We 
SURE THIS 
16 THE BEST 
PLACE TO 
KEEP THEM, 
gle? 


THE COLD 
WILL PRESERVE 
THEM UNTIL WE 
CAN SEND THEM 

HOME. 
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I INTEND 

TO FIND OUT. 
BUT L/D LIKE 
TO KNOW HOW 

SOMEONE COULD 

SURPRISE TWO 

SEASONED 

SOLDIERS. 


SURPRISE? THEW 
DION'T GET 
OFF A SINGLE 
SHOT, OSTER. 
WHY NOT? 
ZL OON'T 


KNOW 512, BUT 
LIVE BEEN 
WONDERING... 


15 THIS 
WHAT HAPPENS 
WHEN SOMEONE 
DISTURBS ONE 

OF THESE 
CROSSES? 


WEHNER? 
YOU THERE? 


ALL THE 
MEN WILL PATROL 
IN PAIRS. L DON’T 
KNOW HOW THESE 
PARTISANS ARE 
GETTING IN, BUT WE 
PUT A STOP TO 
IT TONIGHT. 


WHERE IS 
YOUR PARTNER, 
CORPORAL? 
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News from the nerve center of IDW Publishing 


COME OCTOBER, THEY'LL BE ROBOTS IN DISGUISE NO LONGER! 


One of the most popular comic book properties of all time comes to IDW 
Publishing after too long an absence from comics shops! 

In October, IDW Publishing kicks off a new era for Hasbro's Transformers with 
the launch of The Transformers #0, “Prelude to Infiltration.” 

This specially priced issue #0 will feature a 16-page story that leads directly into 
the six-part opening story arc that launches in the new, monthly Transformers comic 
in January 2006. It's a whole new Generation of Transformers, as veteran writer Simon 
Furman and artist E.J. Su introduce runaway Verity Carlo, who absconds with a mini- 
computer that just might hold bigger secrets than she’s prepared to handle. And when 
she’s made aware of a larger conspiracy that involves gigantic alien robots, well, the 
skeptic in her refuses to believe what she’s been told. Until she has no choice but to 
believe if she wants to survive at all... 

The Transformers #0 will also offer 8 pages of interviews with the Transformers 
creators and a hint of what's to in next year’s full relaunch, all for only $0.99. To 
celebrate the relaunch, we spoke to IDW’s Editor-in-Chief Chris Ryall, who had a 
couple of other exciting bits of Transformers news to announce. 


Ryall: In addition to our core title 
that kicks off in January, we'll also be 
launching two more Transformers imprints 
in the early part of the Year of the 
Transformers (that's 2006, for you 
Decepticons}: 


Transformers: Generations. This will 
be a collection of the most beloved 
Transformers stories from the past, from the 
Marvel stories to the UK tales to 
Dreamwave's best tales. Many of these 
books are hard-to-find or haye never 
been seen by an entire generation of 
Transformers fans, so we'll be bringing 
them to you. Even better, we'll be doing so 
with all of the usual high production values 
of an IDW comic... at a cover price of only 
$1.99. 


Transformers: Evolution. This will be 
the banner name of an ongoing series 
of miniseries and one-shots done by 
high-profile comics creators. If you've 
always wondered what your favorite writer 
or artist might do with the Transformers, 
unimpeded by continuity or timelines, 
we're going to give you a chance to find 
out. These books will all be stand-alone 
miniseries, and run the gamut from stories 
set in the distant past to the far reaches 
of the future, as envisioned by comics 
creators who you might never expect to 
tackle the Transformers. In familiar comic 
book parlance, what if... the Transformers 
visited elseworlds? Now you're going to 
get a chance to find out. And just wait’ll we 
announce the first creative team! 


There will be other special announcements 
to come over the next few months, too, so 
watch this space for more... [ow) 
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Let’s do this thing. What's on your 
minds this month, callers? Those of you 
who've written in, | mean. The rest of you, 
pick up your keyboard and write to us, 
wouldja? Good, bad, indifferent, I'm fine 
with whatever you have to say. Just say it 
here so we can then mock you and get the 
last word, Sounds like fun, doesn't it? Let's 
see. 


LETTERS> 
KING OF THE CASTLE 

Tonight went to see Star Wars: Revenge 
of the Sith and for dessert | read 
Castlevania #3. | enjoyed the drama in 
Star Wars and | enjoyed the drama in 
Castlevania. | couldn't help but feel for 
poor Illya, she already feels degraded 
being a servant and now she is being 
mistreated. | love the artwork and | 
enjoyed the way the zombies were drawn. 
| love that scene in which Illyada Belmont 
is abducted by Dracula and you can see 
Dracula as a huge bat flying away with 
Illyada with the moon in the foreground. 
IDW is coming out with some great titles 
and so far | have been reading: 30 Days of 
Night: Bloodsucker Tales; Bigfoot; 
Containment; Grimjack and Metal Gear 
Solid. Keep up the fine work at IDW! 
Paul Dale Roberts 


And for an entirely different style of art 
from our Castlevania artist, EJ. Su, I'd 
recommend you check out the 0 issue of our 
upcoming Transformers relaunch, too. E.J. 
always seems to be at his best on techie 
comics (see his and Kirkman’s Tech Jacket 
book from Image for more of this), and his 
work on Transformers, always a passion of 
his, is phenomenal. 

Hmm. | wasn't planning on plugging 
books this early in the lettercol. 


FEALTY 

I've read comics for quite a long time, 
but about four years ago | stopped reading 
and collecting because the material had 
just become so fucking dry, so washed up. 
The same spandex-wearing superheroes 
(be it DC, Marvel, or whatever) were doing 
the same shit over and over, then dying 
and coming back to life like it was going 
out of style... once it got to the point of 
writers doing pointless crossovers just to 
hold their audience's attention, | decided it 
was time to stop reading comics. The only 
comic | continued to read was Todd 
McFarlane's “Spawn,” and anything that 
branched out of said genius material (i.e. 
Curse of Spawn, Violator Series, etc. etc.). 

I recently picked up a few IDW comics 
simply because their covers and basis 
caught my eye as something | hadn't seen 


before (I was in the store with a friend who 
still collects, bear in mind | hadn't supported 
any local comic shop in about four years). 
Now I'm completely fucking addicted, and 
the worst part is at the end of every 
goddamn comic you put a preview for an 
even BETTER comic that hasn't even come 
out yet. You SOBs even had me not only 
set up a new subscription box at my local 
store but I've added two titles to it per day 
for the past week... Karney and Smoke 
went on the list today. In a way, of course 
I'm complimenting you for writing the 
types of comics | have been waiting a 
lifetime to read and collect, but in another 
way... 

I'm chastising you pricks for making 
me dive back into the comic book world 
headfirst w/no helmet. Now | can’t stop 
reading these comic books and I’m even 
searching for back issues on eBay as we 
speak. Why don’t you have someone just 
come and goddamn mug me and take the 
wallet out of my pocket, it'd be quicker. 

Just kidding, all joking aside, please 
keep up the good work. | read Spawn and 
various IDW titles, and that's the extent of 
it. | want you to know how truly impressed 
1am not only with the writing and art, but 
just with the company image as well. 
Basically, I'm proud to be an IDW fanboy, 
as sick and pathetic as that sounds. Again, 
keep up the good work, and send me some 
free shit or | will cast a curse upon you and 
a cancerous tumor will begin to burn your 
brain from the inside... 

Anon 


Does this mean our impending 
announcement of a company-wide “House 
of TF” crossover isn't going to be to your 
liking? 

Seriously, I've never been happier to be 
called a prick than | am by your letter. I'm 
not sure what this “Spawn” you keep 
referring to is-but otherwise, nice hearing 
from your dirty-mouthed self. 


SEND ME AN ANGEL 

To me, Angel is one of the greatest 
television shows ever made. After enjoying 
the characters for 8 years and getting to 
know them, I'm a bit nervous about the 
upcoming comic. 

First of all, “Not Fade Away” was a 
wonderful and perfect ending to the 
series. | really don't feel it's necessary to 
find out what happened. The point is they 
never stopped fighting, and | believed 
Angel achieved his redemption. 

| would prefer stories set in the past. 
There are countless stories that can be done 
with the rich history of Angel and Spike. 

But if Joss has approved it, | have to 
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trust that the story will be good. I've always 
hoped that if the story were continued, it 
would be on the small screen or the big 
screen. | am looking forward to the comic. 
1 know the writer is supposed to be 
qualified since he’s written the novels. But 
I'll be honest, I've read 10 or so of the Buffy 
and Angel novels, and I've found them 
seriously lacking (the exception would be 
the Spike and Dru novel by Golden, and it 
was set in the PAST.) 

The announcement that another mini is, 
planned, using other characters has made 
me even more nervous. The reason things 
like Fray, Tales of the Vampires, and Tales 
of the Slayers work so well is that they use 
new and different characters, and they're 
set in the past or future. 

| guess where alll this is leading is this: 
Please treat these characters and the 
mythology with the respect they deserve. 
-Auburn Tiger 
via the IDW Message Board 


Well, we'd never take on a property, 
especially one we all liked so much and one 
with such a passionate (and postcard- 
writing) fanbase as Angel if we weren't 
going to treat them with, as Ali G says, tot-al 
respec. 

Beyond that, we're planning to tell 
stories set in the past as well as the present. 
One good thing about these characters 
having been alive for so many years is the 
abundance of stories that can be set in any 
point in their history. So if current Joss- 
approved stories like our Angel miniseries 
aren't quite for you, hopefully you caught 
last month's Spike: Old Times one-shot by 
Peter David. It was set in the past, and 
explains a story that fans have been 
wondering about for years. And the next 
Spike one-shot, due in January, will likewise 
be set in the past, too-specifically, 1940s Los 
Angeles. Think James Ellroy meets Joss 
Whedon. 

‘And now, a couple missives regarding 
our first issue of Angel: The Curse.. 


The first issue of the Angel miniseries is 
out now. Just picked it up. 

The art was very nice. This issue 
seemed to be mostly set up and exposition 
which makes sense since the issue has 
to serve as an introduction for people 
who didn’t watch the show. We get a nice 
background on Angel from both shows. 
Even had a scene directly from the Buffy 
episode, “Becoming.” 

| also really liked the B/A nod. Given 
that IDW doesn’t have the rights to the 
Buffy line yet, and | certainly hope they 
eventually do, | thought that was done 
really well especially since she can’t even 


be mentioned by name. 

The last page reminds me of the end of 
Frankenstien. 

Looking forward to issue 2 
BuffyverseFanatic 
via the IDW Message Board 


| really enjoyed it. It was great to see 
Buffy. Nice to see them acknowledge 
Cordy. 

As for Nina, well | think it clearly was 
ended on the show, plus he says in the 
comic he wants it for future relationships, 
and you are not looking to the future if you 
really have someone now. He wants the 
relationship to fail on it's own principles, 
which Nina and him already did as 
rebound and since he was emotionally 
unavailable. 

| hold out hope of what the future 
relationship would be. See no reason why 
not to. 

My only fear is he will go here, be the 
big hero, and in the end walk away with 
nothing. | think | would cry. No more kick 
the Angel. Did not realize how MUCH | 
missed the Angel character, until opening 
the comic up. 

The comic is very slick and well done. | 
love the artwork. | very much look forward 
to the second issue. 

XandsFaith 
via the IDW Message Board 


I'd like to add my voice to the praise for 
artist David Messina, too. David, a big 
Buffy and Angel fan and Italian resident, is 
doing some fantastic work on the comic. 
And wait'll you see what he does with 
the next miniseries and some more of the 
regular cast of characters, too. 


AN ANGEL OF ANOTHER COLOR 

Can someone please fill me in on 
whether this is true? Fallen Angel was a 
fantastic title, that DC axed recently! | 
would love to see this title continue. 
Chris Abney 


I'm only too happy to report that it’s true. 
Peter David is bringing his book here, along with 
new artist JK. Woodward (now illustrating 
our first CSI: NY miniseries, "Bloody Murder.” 
Fallen Angel #1 debuts in December, and 
will feature Angel's long-awaited origin. The 
book's going to definitely play off what's come 
before-Peter likes to think of the previous run 
‘as @ “prequel"-but the new book will also be 
accessible to fans who've never read the comic 
before. 


PLUG THIS> 
Some September highlights coming from 
IDW in September: 


Shadowplay #1 

This special four-part split-book presents 
the fantastic art of Ashley Wood and Ben 
Templesmith under one cover (one cover 
from each of ‘em per issue, in fact). In 
“Demon Father John’s Pinwhel Blues, Part 
1," Amber Benson (Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer’s Tara) and Ben craft a tale of a 
syndicate of vampire street children that is 
turned upside down by new recruit 
Pinwheel. In “Shunt, Part 1,” Christina Z 
and Ash present the tale of the perfect 
woman, who gives up the perfect life to 
uncover a heinous human slavery ring run 
by an elite group of vampires, Vampires 
who transform their beautiful female 
victims into the most sensually marketable 
product. Within the torture and depravity 
lies a twisted tale of obsessive passion 


and furious loyalty. Each issue will feature 
two covers, one by Wood and one by 
Templesmith. 


F. Paul Wilson's The Keep #1 
The keep had stood empty in the 
Transylvanian Alps for 500 years. No one 
knew who built it, or why. But on the eve 
of World War Il, German soldiers move in 
and awaken something-something hungry. 
something as merciless as the SS 
einsatzkommandos accompanying them. 
Noted horror writer F. Paul Wilson adapts 
his own New York Times bestselling novel 
and is joined by Matthew Smith (Hellboy) 
on art in this, the first installment of the 
story that the Providence Journal called, “A 
battle between good and evil that staggers 
the imagination, with an ending as exciting 
as any horror fan could wish!” 


Metal Gear Solid: Sons of Liberty #0 
IDW Publishing kicks off the second 
chapter of the Metal Gear Solid story 
with a special sourcebook and extras 
issue-Metal Gear Solid: Sons of Liberty 
#0! This special issue packs a full 32 pages 
of content, including an extensive Bio section 
featuring all your favorite characters, an 
exclusive Matt Fraction-penned 5-page 
story, and a sketchbook section. All the 
stunning artwork is provided by Ashley 
Wood. Get ready for next month’s “Sons of 
Liberty” debut with this special issue! 


COMING NEXT MONTH> 

The return of the Transformers and the 
launch of Doomed. See you then. Drop us 
a line for future lettercols by writing to 
letters@idwpublishing.com or posting at 
our message board forums. 

Chris Ryall 


NEXT MONTH> 


SS death-camp troopers arrive at the keep to find out who-or 
what-is killing the German soldiers stationed there. But they 


FAN ART> 


¢ | 


Riley Rossmo. 


too fall victim to an evil older and even greater than their own. 
Desperate, they turn for help to Professor Theodor Cuza, an 


expert on the keep. 
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This time around, another pin-up of Ashley Wood's Popbot, courtesy of 
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“Release him. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Baron Manfred of 

Gloucestershire saw his guard blink several times while trying 
to understand the order. The guard didn't question it, but 
he didn't exactly leap forward to carry it out, either. It took 
him a minute to wrap his mind around the command. 
He never did look too sure about it, but eventually, 
hesitantly, he pulled the ring of keys from his belt and 
stepped towards the dirty red-headed man sitting in the 
center of the dark cell on a pile of nasty straw. Jack Tinker 
looked as surprised as the guard, but infinitely more 
pleased. 

The guard unlocked the leg iron and let Tinker get to his 
feet. Once upright, Tinker smirked. “Letting me go or 
killing me?” 

Manfred pursed his lips and his right eye twitched a little. 
“Neither. Come with me.” 

“Where?” 

Manfred nodded at the guard who put his meaty palm in 
Tinker's back and shoved hard. Tinker stumbled past 
Manfred and out of the cell. The Baron gave the guard one 
last look before following the prisoner along the dungeon 
corridor and up the stairs, taking the opportunity to push 
the little man along any time he paused to look back. As 
they went up, the dungeon stench got a little better except 
for what Tinker carried with him. 

At the big, wooden door at the top of the stairs, Tinker 
stopped and turned around. Manfred nodded towards the 
door. 

“What do you want with me?” Tinker asked. 

Manfred shoved his way past Tinker and opened the 
door. The cool, night breeze rushed into the stairwell and 
the Baron took a moment to breathe the freshness before 
stepping into the courtyard of his castle. “Let's go,” he said. 


“No horse for me? 
Manfred turned in his saddle to watch Tinker hurrying 
along behind the stallion. There was something pitiful 


PLETELY COLD 


vulnerable about the little man and Manfred felt a twinge 
of regret. It didn't last. 

Tinker didn't notice. He wasn't even looking at Manfred, 
being preoccupied with taking in the countryside and 
breathing deeply of the night air. 

Manfred hardened his expression. “Keep up. If I have to 
chase you down, it'll be bad for you.” 

“You promised not to kill me.” 

“If you try to escape, I won't hold myself to it.” 

Tinker thought for a minute. “Are you taking me to the 
village? You wouldn't have to kill me there. I'm sure the 
villagers would be more than willing.” 

“I'm sure they would after what you did to those two 
girls. And don't think I'd have the least problem letting 
them have their way with you.” 

Tinker licked his lips. 

“But these people work my land, They're under my 
protection and I'll do the punishing for crimes committed 
against them, We're not going to the village, so come on.” 

Manfred's castle was in a clearing atop a tall hill that 
overlooked the village, As the horse carried him down the 
slope and into the barren, autumn trees, he noticed the 
night. The moon, huge and bright in the cloudless sky, had 
never looked more beautiful than it did now, shining 
through the forest's leafless branches. The air chilled 
Manfred's lungs and stirred his blood. He could see his 
breath freeze as it left his mouth, but he didn't feel the cold 
Beneath him, he heard his horse breathing and he listened 
to its hooves crunching over dry leaves. A wonderful night 
for such hideous work. 

“Do you mind telling me where we're going?” 

Manfred ignored him. 

“Where are we going?” Tinker actually sounded kind of 
angry now. Nervous-angry though, which was fine with 
Manfred. 
lot much further. Keep quiet.” 

Tinker shut up and they traveled in silence through the 
trees to the bottom of the hill where they had to cross a 


small stream. Another furlong and they emerged from the 
woods. 

Not far ftom the tree line was the only visible landmark, a 
small church of rough, gray stones and dark, stained glass 
windows and a bell tower. The weeds and grass all around it 
were tall and overgrown right up to the front steps, 

Manfred waited for Tinker to catch up. 

“This is it?” 

“This is it.” 

“You didn't march me all the way out here for confession.” 
Tinker stared up at Manfred with a creased brow. 

“Wait here,” Manfred said as he moved the horse back into 
the woods. “I'll be right back.” 

“You're leaving me here?” 

Manfred didn't answer, but Tinker kept on asking. The Baron 
tode far enough inside the trees that he could no longer see 
Tinker, but he could still hear the little man calling out. 
Manfred ignored the cries and dismounted. Attached to his 
saddle was a black scabbard and sword. Manfred pulled out the 
sword and whispered comfort to his horse. Then, with a final 
rub of the horse's muzzle, he started back towards the church. 

Tinker had quit yelling, probably because he'd finally realized 
that he was free. That made the wood quiet though and 
Manfred took care not to create a lot of noise walking across 
the leaves on the forest floor. He was much louder than he 
wanted, but he hoped that Tinker would be too busy figuring 
out where to flee to notice. 

As for the monster, Manfred prayed that it would be too 
preoccupied with the prey Manfred had brought it to notice 
that it was itself being hunted. 


Tinker ran a hand through his hair and looked again at the 
old church. His throat was raw from screaming in the cold air. 
No more of that. 

Besides, he thought, why bring back the man who'd been 
responsible for putting the chains on him in the first place? 
Why not take the opportunity to escape? He was sure there was 
some trick involved. Some trap Baron Manfred had devised to 
punish him for what he'd done to those two girls, But the 
Baron had made the mistake of leaving Tinker alone, if only for 
just a little while. And Tinker wasn't about to stick around long 
enough to find out what the Baron had planned. 

He looked around quickly; nervously. The church was no 
place to hide, It wasn't big enough, for one thing, For another, 
it would be the first place the Baron would search. The grass 
reached Tinker's knees and he thought about simply lying 
down and letting its height serve’as cover, but that would be 
risky too. If the Baron managed to locate him, he'd have 
nowhere to run. 

Tinker cursed to himself and tried to think. To the east lay 
the forest with plenty of hiding places, but that's where the 
Baron had gone. To the south was the village. No refuge there. 
He was better off facing the baron than the villagers. But west 
and north there was nothing but countryside, A man could get 
lost in empty countryside. That was it, Lost sounded pretty 

ood. 
. He took off quickly through the tall grass, thankful that the 
Baron wasn't known for his hunting skills. Of course, he had 
trackers at his disposal, but they would require him to go back 
for them, which would give Tinker still more time. 

He'd gone about fifty paces and was just starting to believe 
he might get away when his foot caught something in the grass 
and he fell to his knees, scraping a hand on a large stone. 

He swore and jumped to his feet, but immediately felt a pain 
in his left ankle, That was going to slow him down. 
Instinctively, he looked down at the object he'd tripped on. It 
was another large stone, similar to the one on which he'd 
scraped his hand. There were a lot of them in the grass around 
him. Burial stones. 

He started running again, but more slowly as he limped and 
checked the ground carefully for other obstacles. He kept 


running until he heard a long, slow noise, like air escaping from 
the lungs of a)blacksmith's bellows. 

Tt was loud, Deep. Chilling. He stopped running and looked 
around, but saw nothing, The church was still maddeningly 
close. 

He couldn't afford more delays, whatever the reasons. 
Glancing back at the woods, he confirmed that the Baron 
hadn't reappeared, got ready to run again, and froze. 

Tinker didn't know where it had come from. He didn’t even 
know what in Hell it was, It was gray, Nearly twice Tinker's 
height. It sort of looked like a man, but not really. Most unsettling 
was that he could see right through it to the countryside 
beyond. The night air caught up with him and he shivered. 
Escape was no longer a concern. The Baron was no longer a 
concern. Only the creature in front of him. And what it might 
do to him. 

The thing made a noise; a deep, rolling, hearty sound. It was 
vile and malicious and it was directed at Tinker. It was laughing 
at him. 

Tt swung at him, and even though its arm appeared to be 
insubstantial, it connected sharply with Tinker's head, throwing 
him into the air. He landed with a crack on one of the 
grave markers and screamed as the stone cut into his back. 
An impossibly fiercer pain exploded on his cheek. He screamed 
and held his face, trying to comfort it through the wet, 
stickiness of seeping blood. 

He looked up at the creature and as soon as his eyes touched 
the thing it sprang at him. He cried out and tried to scurry to 
his feet, but it was already on top of him, It pinned him to 
the ground; the stone dug deeper and deeper into his back. He 
shut his eyes, winced; tried to breathe with the weight of the 
creature on his chest. 

The stinging in his cheek faded, replaced with a snowy 
coldness. It went from pleasant numbness to painfull again, the 
iciness too much. Then he heard the sound. 

Beneath the heavy, bestial breathing, Tinker heard slurping 
and smacking. It brought him clarity, He could feel a vacuum 
inside the icy cold ring of pressure around the gash in his cheek. 
And through that, he could feel his blood leaving his body and 
entering the creature's. Tinker opened his eyes, horrified at what 
he might see. Inches from his eye, the translucent creature 
drank from Tinker's face. 

He wept and screamed. He tried to pummel the thing with 
his hands and scrape at it with his nails. But the creature that 
had hit him and gashed him so horribly, that he could even 
now feel pressed against him, holding him to the earth, was 
as formless and bodiless as fog. Tinker's blows and scratches 
contacted nothing. And still the thing drank. 


Manfred watched from the tree line as the creature devoured 
Jack Tinker. The Baron's stomach flipped and he felt his dinner 
rising in his throat. He fought it, taking deep breaths and 
swallowing several times. His belly calmed, Manfred lay down 
on it and began to inch forward, sword in hand. As he crept 
closer, he could hear the creature's heavy breathing and 
gulping while it finished killing Tinker. 

Once he was completely out of the forest, into the tall grass, 
Manfted risked a peek at the thing. It was hunched over and its 
arched back was rising and falling as it chewed, Manfred could 
smell what was left of Tinker and felt sick again. At least his 
plan was working. So far, anyway. 

The rest of it wouldn't be easy, but now he knew it was 
possible. Sword in hand, he pushed himself to his feet and 
stood silently watching the feeding. 

It didn't take the creature long to realize it wasn't alone. It 
inhaled sharply and loudly as it stood upright. Manfred hadn't 
figured on its being so tall. 

The creature hissed and rushed at Manfred with a speed 
impossible for the Baron to follow. He threw himself out of 
the way in a desperate dodge, narrowly missing the burial stone 
on the ground next to’ him, and rolled to his feet again. The 
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that mistake just before he died! You cannot touch me, but Tcan 
kill you.” 

Manfred's spirits lifted. It didn't know. Manfred was just 
another piece of meat to it. But he knew the creature's strength 
all too well. And its weakness. The old Russian gypsy had been 
clear on both, 

Manfred replied by lifting his sword high and screaming as 
he charged. He could feel his throat grow raw in the chilly air, 
but he kept yelling and running, like a desperate man making 
his last charge. 

Manfted saw a horizontal slit appear in the creature's face 
that turned upwards into a grotesque attempt at a smile. The 
creature rumbled deep within itself and drew back a clawed 
hand to swipe at its attacker. When Manfred came within range, 
it swung, 

And hit nothing. 

Manfied dove headfirst beneath the blow, tucked himself into 
a ball, and rolled forward to his knees 
Back- Psi th his right hand, he 
and felt it bite into the tendons at the back of the creature's legs. 

The creature squealed loudly and hideously as Manfred 
jumped to his feet and spun around. It fell and rolled onto its 
stomach, pulling its knees in tight against its body, its face a 
grimace. Manfred looked at his sword. It was soaked in blood. 

He walked towards the wounded creature. “You've fed on 
your last victim,” He stopped just out of reach of the creature's 
long arms. “I know what you are, upir. And I know that you 
cannot be touched unless you've first gorged yourself on fresh 
blood. Which you have.” 

The upir hissed at Manfred and the Baron took an involuntary 
step backwards, “The people of my village will no longer feed 
you.” He raised the sword and ran two steps at the fallen upir 
before it slashed at him. Anticipating the blow, Manfred 
jumped over it. He brought the sword down and it stopped 
with a sick thunk as it entered the upir's skull. 

The creature thrashed for a couple of seconds before lying 
still. Manfred pulled out the sword and cleaned it on the grass. 
The blood on it looked no different than that of a human. 
And why not? Not long ago it had carried the life of 
Jack Tinker who, demonic as his mind might have been, was 
clearly mortal. 

Thinking of Tinker, Manfred forced himself to walk over to 
the corpse. He found the place where Tinker had died and held 
his breath in anticipation of the grisly sight. Nothing was left 
but Tinker's bloody bones and some stray bits of gristle that the 
upir had left attached. Every organ had been devoured. 
The sight made Manfred finally lose control over his stomach. 
He added to the grisly mess the contents of his own belly, 
dropping his sword and falling to his hands and knees in the 
process. 

He knelt there next to his victim for several minutes. He tried 
to tell himself that Tinker was the upir's victim, not his own, 
but he couldn't believe that lie. He threw up all over again. 
Tears came to his eyes. Tears of exhaustion. Tears of grief. He 
sobbed aloud next to the remains of Jack Tinker. The crying 
helped. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve, but he didn't wipe 
his eyes. He quieted his weeping, but he let the tears flow as a 
small penance for his actions. 

The smell of blood and vomit was beginning to overwhelm 
him, so he got to his feet and looked around for his sword. 
poses down to pick it up saved his life, y 
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“wasn't even aware that he'd connected with the beast, He 
“brought the sword back in another wild swing, but hit only 
empty air. The upir was gone. 

Manfted gripped the sword with both hands and looked 
around for a second or two before thinking to check the 
ground. The upir's gray body lay there, still as stone. Its head, 
equally still, lay several feet away. 

Manfred swallowed hard and breathed deeply to control his 
heart. He backed a few steps away from the upir and lowered 
his sword. With a sigh, he started to turn away, Something 
caught his attention though and made him look more closely 
at the grass between the upir's head and body. Movement. 

The Baron lifted his sword, still watching the body and head. 

He parted the tall grass between them with his sword and stared 
hard. Thick, dark blood moved between the two body parts, 
flowing from head to neck and back again. Mother of God, it 
was healing itself What did it take to destroy this thing? 
He grimaced and sheathed his sword, not even thinking to 
lean it. He stooped and picked up the head by one of its 
re cently formed ears. He half-expected the closed eyelids to 
spring open, but thank God they didn't. Now the blood only 
moyed in one direction, dripping to the already soaked ground. 
Manfred held his breath and walked towards the forest, 
trying to keep an eye on both the head in his hands and the 
body in the field. As he moved further away from the body, he 
lost it in the tall grass, so he concentrated on the head and not 
stumbling. 

When he reached the tree-line, he dropped the head with a 
sick thwap on the leaves of the forest floor. Let's see you heal 
from that far away, he thought. 

That challenge bothered him. 

He dropped to his knees and began to dig with his gloved 
hands. Only a few feet deep and not very big around. Just 
enough room for a head. He wished he had something to put 
the head in before burying it, just to be safe. For now, this 
would have to do. God forbid there ever be a next time, he 
would come prepared. 

He finished his hole, knocked the head into it, and coyered 
it over. Then he sighed and fell over next to the little grave. He 
thought about his sword and how he really should clean it, but 
he didn't have the energy, physical or mental. Tired as he was, 
Manfred knew he wouldn't sleep the remainder of the evening. 
There was no going home for him tonight. Not with that thing 
in a shallow grave in the woods. Not with its body layirig out 
there in the open. Next to Tinker. 

Damn. 

Tinker. 

Manfred knew he'd had no choice in the matter, Tinker had 
certainly deserved death, but Manfred's guts grew as cold as his 
night-chilled skin when he thought of the kind of death he'd 
brought on the man. No one deserved to die that way. 

Manfred tried consoling himself with the knowledge that the 
upir could only be destroyed once it had fed; that sacrificing 
Tinker was the best solution. It had been necessary for Tinker 
to suffer so that the villagers could live. Seven people had died 
at the upir's mouth over the past several months. Tinker, who 
had caused only hurt and grief his entire life, had died a useful 
death. Manfred told himself all of these things over and over, 
just as he'd been telling himself since he'd first made the 
decision to use the prisoner. It didn't warm his gut any more 
now than it had in the past. He sat there alone in the dark, 

ompletely cold. 


The End, 


—— Fei 


